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The so-called Rio do Esclavos may be identified as the Rio dos
Escravos, which Pacheco records was situated five leagues east
of the modern Benin river (Rio Formosa)1. Fernao do Po was
almost certainly the Portuguese knight to whom Eustache gives
the name Fernand de les Vaux. Here then is powerful evidence
that Fernao do Po, the explorer, cruised along the coast of Benin
as far as the Rio dos Escravos during the winter of 1479-80.
Furthermore, he would scarcely make such a long and hazard-
ous voyage to the eastward to buy negroes, unless he already
knew that great numbers of negroes could be obtained on the
coast of Benin. One may therefore infer that he, or another, had
previously visited it. 'Fernand de les Vaux,' writes Eustache,
*had been commissioned to sail two hundred leagues farther on*
beyond Mina. This voyage of his was not one of exploration
into unknown seas, but one of trade to a known destination.
Moreover, it is not without significance that Fernao do Po was
chosen to command the two caravels. This must surely have
been because of his knowledge and previous experience of the
navigation beyond Mina. So Eustache's evidence offers proof
that the coast of Benin had been explored before 1480, and
suggests that one of its explorers had been Fernao do Po.
But this view cannot be confidently accepted, unless it can be
reconciled with the official thesis of the chroniclers that Benin
was discovered in the reign of King John II. This may be done
by distinguishing between coastal exploration and inland
exploration. The exploration and charting of the coast
would normally precede attempts to penetrate inland, and
this was undoubtedly the sequence of discovery beyond
Mina. Navigators, such as FernSo do Po, taking advantage
of the Guinea current, which flows gently eastwards from Cape
Palmas into the Bight of Benin and then south-eastwards to-
wards the Bight of Biafra, explored the Benin coast, made con-
tact with the natives, and before the end of the reign of King
Affonso V had probably made rough charts of the coastline.
Following the method afterwards employed by Pacheco, they
doubtless noted its distinguishing features (capes, bays,
estuaries, rocks, wooded country, etc.), and especially the
1 Esmeraldo, bk. a, ch. 8.